This paper defends and refines the claim that procreation can be wrongful. Procreation is wrongful first when the "nonexistence condition" is met: the person's life will be filled with suffering that cannot be ameliorated or empty of all the things that make life worth living. Recognizing that this condition is rarely met, the paper then argues that it is wrong to create a person in less extreme circumstances: when the person is likely not to have a minimally decent life, one in which certain important interests cannot be satisfied. Although we must be very cautious about concluding that any particular impairment precludes a minimally decent life, there will be circumstances in which a future life is unlikely to hold a reasonable promise of containing the things that make human lives good. In these circumstances, and if reproduction is avoidable, we are required to forego reproduction altogether.
Introduction
Many people would agree that if a child is going to born under very disadvantageous conditions, it would be wrong to reproduce, and indeed a wrong to that future child. However, it turns out to be surprisingly difficult to support this claim, in cases where nothing can be done to prevent the disadvantageous condition, except to prevent the child's birth altogether. To capture this unique feature, David Heyd terms these cases "genesis problems." 1 The precise nature of genesis problems is explained below in Section 8.3, The Philosophical Problem. I will start, however, by pointing out that genesis problems challenge some widely held intuitions, and raise the following question: when it is likely that the child will be born under adverse conditions, and has "no other way of getting born," can concern for the welfare of the child ground an obligation to avoid reproduction? By "obligation to avoid reproduction," I mean an obligation to avoid the deliberate or intentional conception of a child. I am not addressing the question of whether abortion can ever be morally required of a woman, because that is a much more complicated issue, which turns on such issues as the moral status of the unborn and the woman's right of self-determination. There is no consensus about either issue. For some, a fetus is morally equivalent to a born child. It would be no more permissible to abort the fetus, out of concern for its welfare, than to kill a born child. For those who regard the fetus as having a lesser moral status, abortion is permissible for a range of reasons, including the welfare of the future child. However, even for those who think that abortion can be justified in certain cases by concern for the welfare of the child, it does not follow that abortion would be morally obligatory in those cases, i.e., that the decision not to abort would be morally wrong. For example, a justification for abortion might be that the woman already has as many children as she can care for. Given a pro-choice perspective, the decision to abort would be permissible, but the opposite decision not to abort would not be immoral. These are decisions that are, for the most part, up to the women who have to make them. The right to bodily self-determination certainly includes a right not to be forced to have an abortion, but, I would argue, it also includes a right to make one's own moral decision about abortion. This is not to say that every abortion decision is morally correct. It is possible to imagine ill-considered abortions, or abortions done for morally bad reasons, although such cases are most likely rare in real life. 2 It may be possible to imagine a morally bad decision to continue a pregnancy, but for the most part, such decisions are not considered immoral, and it would be unusual, to say the least, to claim that a pregnant woman has an obligation to kill the fetus, out of concern for its future well-being. By contrast, it is not at all odd or unusual to suggest that starting a pregnancy in disadvantageous circumstances would be irresponsible and indeed unfair to the future child. It is this judgment about conceiving a child that I examine in this paper, where the decision to procreate is clearly intentional and voluntary. This will have implications for the scope and limits of procreative liberty, and for ethical judgments about risk in assisted reproduction.
For example, the main objection to reproductive cloning in the National Advisory Bioethics Commission's report was an unacceptable level of risk of serious defects in offspring. 3 The question of risk to offspring also comes up in the President's Council on Bioethics' White Paper on alternative sources of stem cells. One proposal is based on an analogy with pre-implantation genetic diagnosis (PGD). It suggests that one or two stem cells could be removed from an embryo without damaging the embryo. The embryo then could be implanted to start a pregnancy. Although PGD is widely regarded as safe, the President's Council rejected the proposal, primarily on the ground that in the absence of long-term safety studies, it is not possible to determine conclusively that embryo biopsy is safe for the future child. 4 Objections to reproduction under adverse conditions can be based on emotional as well as physical harm. For example, critics of postmenopausal motherhood have argued that a woman who has a child in her fifties or even sixties might not be able to be an adequate parent. How, they ask, will she handle a rambunctious two-year-old
